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In 1877, on the occasion of the 100th birthday of Gauss, the 
astronomer Karl Bruhns published the then available letters 
exchanged between Gauss and Humboldt. This new edition, on the 
occasion of the 200th birthday of Gauss, not only adds a few 
letters to the collection, but improves in many ways on the 
Bruhns edition by giving a corrected text and by adding an 
impressive commentary with biographical and bibliographical 
references. The present edition contains 53 letters written 
between 1807 and 1854 (Gauss died in 1855 at 77 years of age, 
Humboldt in 1859 reaching almost ninety); it deals with 
scientific matters, such as astronomy and geodesy, but especially 
terrestrial magnetism, as well as with personal affairs. This 
allows a view into the characters of both men, the two out- 
standing German scientists of their age, and near contemporaries. 
They were very different from each other, these two men, 
and yet they were able to consider each other with a respect 
that, with the years, developed into friendship. On the one side 
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we see Humboldt, outgoing, witty, conversationalist, an aristo- 
crat with friends and acquaintances among monarchs, diplomats, 
high officials, scientists of many kinds, great letter writer 
(we know of almost 50,000 letters), widely travelled, a nobleman 
with democratic sympathies, a kind of German Jefferson. On the 
other side we see Gauss, turned into himself, serious, a simple 
university professor with few friends and correspondents, moving 
in a narrow circle and seldom outside Gottingen or his native 
Brunswick, taking extreme care in what he found fit to publish-- 
pauca sed matura--, hiding many of his most crucial ideas, a 
man of humble origin with conservative leanings. What could 
they have found in common that kept them in correspondence, 
admittedly with gaps--for forty-seven years? 
It is true that they were flattered by the recognition that 
each man bestowed on the other: the simple provincial 
scientist on the great and widely honored man of the world, and 
the naturalist on the towering giant of mathematics, a subject 
he appreciated, but in which he did not feel at home. But 
Humboldt was long acquainted with the great French mathematicians 
of the Academy, whose field he saw as "the soul of all industrial 
progress" (as he once wrote) and he recognized and supported 
superior talent when he saw it. Gauss appreciated this and 
when a topic like terrestrial magnetism was involved, where he 
and Humboldt met on common ground, he was glad to give all 
information and glad to receive Humboldt's support. He was 
also grateful to Humboldt and his brother William for their 
efforts to help him to a position in Berlin, efforts that lasted 
from 1821 to 1825, but was frustrated by bureaucratic inefficiency 
"ugly and typically German" wrote Humboldt to Dirichlet. 
Humboldt and Gauss met three times, in 1826 on a short 
visit when Humboldt travelled from Paris to Berlin, in 1828 
when Gauss was Humboldt's guest for three weeks during the 
meeting of the German Naturforscher und Artze, and in 1837 
when Humboldt saw Gauss in his observatory during the centenary 
of Gijttingen University--when they talked magnetism. "Your 
sympathy, your friendship has stayed with me in life as a 
highlight", we read in Humboldt's last letter to the ailing 
Gauss, written a few months before his death, and his final 
words in this letter were a special recommendation for 
Dirichlet--to become Gauss' successor in G'dttingen. 
The historian of pure mathematics will find little in this 
correspondence of technical interest: some recommendations, as 
this one on Dirichlet, and much concern about poor talented 
Eisenstein with a talent, wrote Gauss, "as nature bestows on 
only a few in every century", but who never met with academic 
success and died before he had reached thirty years of age. 
